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Medical, military, educational leaders, pro athlete 
performance trainers and actor to speak at Spring 
2021 Commencement ceremonies 
May 4, 2021 
Georgia Southern University has invited six distinguished 
Georgians to serve as speakers for the Spring 2021 
Commencement ceremonies on May 8, 10, 11, 12 and 13. 
The University will hold six commencement ceremonies for a 
mix of undergraduate and graduate students from each of the 
University’s 10 colleges. The commencement ceremonies on 
May 8 will be held at the Savannah Convention Center at 10 
a.m. and 3 p.m. for undergraduates and graduates from each of 
the University’s three campuses who prefer to attend a 
ceremony in Savannah. The remaining four ceremonies will 
take place at Allen E. Paulson Stadium on the Statesboro 
Campus on May 10, 11, 12 and 13 at 9 a.m. 
Each ceremony will be livestreamed to the commencement 
page on the University’s website and the Georgia Southern 
Facebook page.  
Saturday, May 8, 10 a.m. 
Undergraduate and graduate ceremony in Savannah – College of Arts and Humanities, Parker College of 
Business, College of Education, College of Science and Mathematics, College of Behavioral and Social 
Sciences and Allen E. Paulson College of Engineering and Computing 
Dr. Annette Rainge (’83) is the 152nd president of the Georgia Dental Association (GDA), the premier 
professional organization of dentists in the state committed to improving oral health. 
Rainge received a bachelor’s degree with a pre-dental track at Georgia Southern. During that time, she received 
numerous awards for her service in the community as a member of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority and attended 
Harvard University’s Health Professions Program. She completed dental school at the Medical College of 
Georgia School of Dentistry. 
 
A member of the GDA for 30 years, Rainge is the first Black female president of the association, and has been 
recognized by both the Georgia Senate and the House of Representatives for achieving this historical feat. She 
has held multiple leadership positions at the state and local level and is a past recipient of the GDA’s Honorable 
Fellow Award, Eastern District Dental Society President Award, GDA’s Council on Dental Health Committee 
of the Year Award and Augusta Dental Society President Award. 
 
In addition, Rainge is a Fellow of the American College of Dentists, the International College of Dentists and 
the Pierre Fauchard Academy, where she also serves as the Georgia Section Chair. She is a member of the 
Hinman Dental Society and serves on the alumni board of the Dental College of Georgia at Augusta University. 
She was named Alumnus of the Year by Dental College of Georgia at Augusta University and Georgia 
Southern. 
Rainge is involved in many charitable endeavors, including free dental screenings during Children’s Dental 
Health Month, free health screenings throughout the community, Georgia Mission of Mercy events, back-to-
school drives and the Pampered Smiles Project, which provides free dental care for victims of domestic 
violence. In 2018, she received the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Dream Keeper Award for her many 
contributions to the community. 
 
Rainge has practiced in the Augusta area for 30 years and is a general dentist at Rainge Family Dental, PC. 
Saturday, May 8, at 3 p.m. 
Undergraduate and graduate ceremony in Savannah – Waters College of Health Professions and Jiann-Ping 
Hsu College of Public Health 
Rahman Anjorin (’09)  is a sports professional, life skills coach, educator, author and speaker who has spent his 
life training and developing leadership skills to help others reach their full potential. Currently, he is a Player 
Manager in the Player Affairs Department with the National Football League (NFL) Players Association where 
he oversees the continuing education of the NFL’s active players, the onboarding of rookie players and self-
investment resources to help initiate transition strategies. Additionally, Anjorin is owner and lead consultant of 
D.E.E.D Consultants, encouraging athletes to explore personal and professional goals and growth. 
Previously, Anjorin served in various positions with The Ultimate Fighting Championship, the Kansas City 
Chiefs, the Professional Association for Athlete Development and New Mexico State University. As a McNair 
Scholar at Georgia Southern, Anjorin earned a bachelor’s in exercise science, followed by a master’s in sports 
business management and an MBA from the University of Central Florida. At present, he is pursuing a Ph.D. at 
the University of Idaho in the Adult, Organizational Learning and Leadership Program. 
Monday, May 10, at 9 a.m. 
Undergraduate ceremony in Statesboro – College of Arts and Humanities, Waters College of Health 
Professions and Jiann-Ping Hsu College of Public Health 
Triple Eagle Ben Freakley (’00,’03,’12) is head of mental performance for the Toronto Blue Jays Major League 
Baseball team. He is a Certified Mental Performance Consultant through the Association for Applied Sport 
Psychology and is a member of the Professional Baseball Performance Psychology Group. 
For more than 20 years, Freakley has helped individuals, athletes, teams, soldiers and businesses look at ways to 
perform better. He is the founder of Ready. Set. Resilient., which provides high-performance coaching for 
individuals and teams. He has been a soccer coach at the Player Development League and NCAA Division I 
level, national staff instructor for United Soccer Coaches, mental performance coach for special operations 
forces and a general manager for a sports club with more than 1,100 members. Freakley has consulted with 
more than 20 NCAA teams, sport clubs, military units, legal professionals and business leaders on the 
psychology of performance, leadership, culture and team dynamics.  
Freakley earned a bachelor’s degree in public relations and master’s degrees in sport psychology and sport 
management from Georgia Southern. He was a member of the Eagles men’s soccer team, and later served as an 
assistant men’s soccer coach for the Eagles for six seasons. He is currently pursuing a doctoral degree in sport 
and performance psychology with an emphasis in clinical mental health counseling. 
Tuesday, May 11, at 9 a.m. 
Undergraduate ceremony in Statesboro – Parker College of Business, College of Education and College of 
Science and Mathematics 
Lt. Col. Michael J. Gutierrez (‘04)  is Commander of the 330th Combat Training Squadron at Robins Air Force 
Base in Georgia. He leads a squadron of 60 active duty aircrew instructors and more than 350 students, 
producing 16 combat-ready aircrews annually to employ a $6.2 billion fleet for the Joint Surveillance Target 
Attack Radar System (JSTARS).  
As a senior Air Battle Manager with more than 2,200 flying hours and 1,025 combat hours, Lt. Col. Gutierrez 
oversees the Programmed Flying Training Program in the Air Force’s only E-8C JSTARS Formal Training 
Unit. 
A decorated officer, Lt. Col. Gutierrez received his commission from Officer Training School at Maxwell Air 
Force Base in Alabama in 2006. He held flying tours in both the E-8C JSTARS and E-3B/C/G Airborne 
Warning and Control System and has participated in numerous contingency operations around the world and six 
deployments. Prior to his current assignment, he was Director of Operations of the 16th Airborne Command and 
Control Squadron.  
In 2019, Lt. Col. Gutierrez became a National Security Fellow for the Foundation for the Defense of 
Democracies in Washington, D.C. He earned a bachelor’s in biology from Georgia Southern, a master’s in 
operational warfare from Air University and was a distinguished graduate from the United States Air Force 
Weapons School.  
Wednesday, May 12, at 9 a.m. 
Undergraduate ceremony in Statesboro – College of Behavioral and Social Sciences and Allen E. Paulson 
College of Engineering and Computing 
Stage and film actor, teacher, coach and mentor Jason C. Louder (’99) is recognizable as “Frank ‘Two-Bits’ 
Tanner” on The CW Television Network’s “Black Lightning” and “Cressy” on the Hulu original series, “Wu-
Tang: An American Saga.”  
Based in his hometown of Atlanta, Georgia, Louder recently wrapped filming the Netflix project, “They Cloned 
Tyrone,” starring Jamie Foxx. He also served as the voice of Adidas’ “Sports Needs Creators” national 
campaign and starred in the Bollywood film, “Simran.” 
With more than 30 stage productions and 40 independent film projects, including full-length features, film 
shorts and a web series, under his belt, Louder earned a Best Actor Award at the 2017 Constellation Film 
Festival for his role in the sci-fi film, “Pony.”  
As a storyteller, Louder continues to appear as one of his most coveted characters, “Babatunde the Griot,” 
inspiring thousands of students throughout the state of Georgia. He is also a youth acting instructor at AGI 
Entertainment.  
Louder graduated from Georgia Southern with a bachelor’s in sociology. 
Thursday, May 13, at 9 a.m. 
Graduate ceremony in Statesboro  
Patrice Buckner Jackson, Ed.D., (’16) is a leader, teacher, coach and student advocate with more than 20 years 
of experience in higher education and 10 years of experience in executive training. At present, she is Associate 
Vice President for Student Affairs at Augusta University. 
Jackson was the first female Dean of Students in the history of Georgia Southern, responsible for creating 
V.A.L.U.E.S., a civility initiative rooted in responsible decision-making. She also assisted in building the new 
Division of Students Affairs at the University.  
In 2018, she was named Vice President for Student Affairs and Dean of Students at Albany State University 
where she worked diligently to bridge the gap between the classroom and co-curricular experiences by creating 
partnerships between Academic Affairs and Student Affairs. 
Jackson also founded EduCare Training and Consulting, LLC, out of a passion for equipping and supporting 
those who do their work as a calling, and serves as host of the podcast, “Heart Work with PBJ.”  
She earned a Bachelor of Science in sociology and a Master of Arts in counseling before pursuing a Doctor of 
Education from Georgia Southern. 
For more information on Georgia Southern’s Spring 2021 Commencement ceremonies visit 
GeorgiaSouthern.edu/commencement. 
Georgia Southern University, a public Carnegie Doctoral/R2 institution founded in 1906, offers approximately 
140 different degree programs serving almost 27,000 students through 10 colleges on three campuses in 
Statesboro, Savannah, Hinesville and online instruction. A leader in higher education in southeast Georgia, the 
University provides a diverse student population with expert faculty, world-class scholarship and hands-on 
learning opportunities. Georgia Southern creates lifelong learners who serve as responsible scholars, leaders and 
stewards in their communities. Visit GeorgiaSouthern.edu. 
















Georgia Southern SARC researching salt marsh 
habitat loss with new aquaponics garden 
May 4, 2021 
 
Georgia Southern graduate student Alexander Gregory does field research on Spartina in Savannah. 
Salt marshes in south Georgia are in constant need of restoration due to rising sea levels. Georgia Southern 
University graduate student Alexander Gregory is leading a project on the Armstrong Campus to address the 
loss of marsh habitats by researching Spartina alterniflora, the dominant plant in Georgia salt marshes. 
Gregory, along with Sustainable Aquaponics Research Center (SARC) Senior Scientist Heather Joesting, Ph.D., 
is building an aquaponics garden to research the ideal growth conditions of Spartina in order to eventually 
become the first producer of locally-grown Spartina for Georgia marsh restoration projects. 
“Spartina is often planted as part of salt marsh restoration projects to stabilize and 
capture sediment, but there is no local, Georgia source for these plants so coastal 
managers must purchase them from out-of-state plant nurseries,” Joesting said. “Salt 
marsh habitats provide numerous ecosystem services, including coastal protection 
from storms, carbon sequestration and maintenance of commercial fisheries. Spartina 
is critical in stabilizing and accumulating sediment to facilitate marsh horizontal and 
vertical growth.” 
Like the current aquaponics garden on the Armstrong Campus in Savannah that is 
used to grow vegetables, the garden uses fish waste to fertilize the Spartina, which is 
grown in water. The water is then cleaned by the plants and recirculated into the fish 
tank. Due to the versatility of Spartina, the garden will be able to use freshwater or 
Sustainable Aquaponics 
Research Center Senior 
Scientist Heather Joesting, 
Ph.D. 
marine fish in the growing process, which will cut the cost of buying salt to maintain fish growing conditions in 
marine aquaculture. 
The project, which encompasses a multitude of scientific disciplines and research techniques, has so far 
provided seven undergraduate research students with experience in field and lab data collection, as well as other 
research skills that will be relevant to their post-graduation goals. 
“This project incorporates information I’ve learned in courses like organic chemistry, plant biology and 
microbiology, just to name a few,” Gregory said. “There are so many organisms involved in this project, which 
is key to ecology. We want to understand all of the abiotic and biotic factors that are interacting to create the 
conditions we see. The knowledge that I brought with me at the beginning of this project pales in comparison to 
the knowledge I have gained actively planning and executing the work for it.” 
While the research on the Spartina garden has been going on since last fall, there is still work to be done on the 
project. The team is currently monitoring plant survival and finishing completing the fish-garden recirculating 
system at the aquaponics facility on the Armstrong Campus. This summer the team will collect data in the 
garden and complete analyses in the lab. 
 
Graduate student Alexander Gregory works with a team of undergraduate researchers to collect Spartina samples in Savannah. 
Gregory said the project has the potential to make a large impact on various scientific industries, such as 
conservation, living shorelines, aquaculture, traditional nursery practices, environmental biology and chemistry. 
He hopes to use the multidisciplinary aspects of the project in the next step of his professional or academic 
career. 
“I think this project will have some pretty big implications for conservation of our salt marshes in Georgia and 
the economic and environmental costs of aquaculture,” Gregory said. “I think that the way this project ties 
together so many different threads is really amazing. I hope by the end of this project I have touched on and 
used competencies from many of these fields so that I can either get into a Ph.D. program or make myself a 
strong contender for the jobs that are out there.” 
For more information on SARC at Georgia Southern University, visit cosm.georgiasouthern.edu/sarc/. 
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